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Recently	 Tom	 Greggs	 attempted	 to	 move	 us	 through	 the	 impasse	




under	 this	guise,	however,	Barth	 is	not	 rejecting	 the	 friendliness	of	
Jesus	Christ	towards	all	humanity.2	In	response	to	Greggs’	argument,	
this	 paper	 argues	 that	Barth	 stopped	 short	 of	 a	 full	 commitment	 to	
universalism,	 that	 he	 recognized	 and	 honoured	 a	 boundary	 that	
precluded	his	 adoption	of	universalism	 in	 the	 structure	 and	 content	
of	 his	 theology. The	 rejection	 of	 faulty	 ‘elements’	 in	 universalism	
does	not	exhaust	the	proper	caution	Barth	exercised.	In	fact,	Barth’s	
theology	 does	 not	 require	 universalism	 at	 any	 point,	 and	 we	 will	
attempt	to	show,	with	reference	to	T.	F.	Torrance,	why	this	is	so.	
Engaging	in	dialogue	with	Tom	Greggs
Greggs	rightfully	notes	 that	Barth	 took	some	opportunities	 to	reject	










coincident	with	 the	world	of	man	as	such	(as	 in	 the	doctrine	
of	the	so-called	apokatastasis).	No	such	right	or	necessity	can	
legitimately	 be	 deduced.	 Just	 as	 the	 gracious	 God	 does	 not	
need	to	elect	or	call	any	single	man,	so	He	does	not	need	to	
elect	or	call	all	mankind.3
Yet	 Barth	 also	 argues	 the	 opposite,	 that	 we	 cannot	 exclude	 the	
possibility	 that	 all	may	be	 saved	 in	 the	 end,	 because	 of	God’s	 true	
freedom	to	do	it:	
But,	 again,	 in	grateful	 recognition	of	 the	grace	of	 the	divine	
freedom	we	cannot	venture	 the	opposite	 statement	 that	 there	
cannot	and	will	not	be	this	final	opening	up	and	enlargement	of	
the	circle	of	election	and	calling.4	
We	 cannot	 limit	 ‘the	 loving-kindness	 of	 God.’	 In	 either	 extreme	
we	 would	 be	 imposing	 a	 ‘historical	 metaphysic’	 which	 cannot	 be	
legitimately	 done,	 for	 nothing	 can	 impinge	 on	 the	 free	 decision	 of	
God.5	The	two	choices	are	not	primarily	between	‘limited	atonement’	
and	‘universalism’	as	a	pre-determined	arrangement,	rather	 they	are	






love	 and	 freedom.	But	 from	our	finite	 vantage	 point,	 it	 remains	 an	
open	question	how	many	will	be	saved.	The	salvation	of	all	humanity	
is	not	ruled	out,	but	neither	is	it	affirmed.	
Other	 portions	 of	 Barth’s	Church Dogmatics,	 however,	 prompt	
Greggs	 to	 say	 ‘the	 tenor	 of	 Barth’s	 soteriology	 clearly	 points	 in	
































universalism	 were	 ‘problematic	 elements’	 associated	 with	 it.	 By	
implication,	 these	 elements	 could	 be	 removed	 without	 nullifying	
the	 belief	 that	 all	may	 or	will	 be	 saved	 in	 the	 end.	He	 argues	 that	
‘in	rejecting	universalism,	Barth	 is	not	 rejecting	 the	final	victory	of	





Yet	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 know	whether	 these	 are,	 in	 fact,	 equivalent	
concepts.	 Different	 scenarios	 arise	 which	 could	 accommodate	 or	
describe	 the	ultimate	victory:	 (1)	 some	 remain	under	 judgment	 and	
recognize	 the	 lordship	 of	 Christ	 without	 loving	 it;	 (2)	 some	 are	






one	 over	 the	 other,	 it	 seems	 fair	 to	 ask	 whether	 we	 have	 a	 clear	
understanding	of	what	is	meant	by	the	vital	referent	‘victory	of	Jesus	
Christ’?	Without	greater	clarity	about	the	content	of	this	phrase,	it	is	








‘rejecting	 universalism	 or	 apokatastasis’	 Barth	 is	 only	 rejecting	 a	
faulty	method	of	reasoning.	This	 is	 tantamount	 to	saying	that	Barth	
rejects	the	argument	for	the	conclusion,	but	not	the	conclusion	itself.	
But	this	is	clearly	at	issue	and	may	be	a	case	of	Greggs	begging	the	
question.	How	does	he	know	Barth	 is	 not	 rejecting	 the	universalist	
conclusion?	 Greggs	 says	 that	 when	 Barth	 spoke	 of	 rejecting	
universalism	he	really	meant	only	to	reject	a	faulty	chain	of	reasoning	
called	apokatastasis.	 But	 the	 reverse	may	more	 likely	 be	 the	 case:	
when	Barth	spoke	of	rejecting	apokatastasis	he	meant	he	was	rejecting	
universalism.	As	we	will	see	below,	Barth	spoke	of	apokatastasis as	
a	way	 of	 emphasizing	 that	 he	 did	 not	 affirm	or	 teach	 that	 ‘all	will	









to	which	 he	was	 thoroughly	 committed.	T.	 F.	Torrance	 pointed	 out	
that	 Barth	 refused	 to	 operate	with	 logico-causal	 connections	 in	 his	
thinking	about	God	and	humanity	and	God	and	the	created	universe.	













for	 all	men	all	men	have	 to	be	 saved.	And	 if	you	 say	Stalin	
and	Hitler	went	to	hell,	then	you	say	He	didn’t	die	for	all	men	




Torrance	 argued	 that	 Barth	 refused	 to	 operate	 with	 logico-causal	
connections	 in	 all	 his	 theological	 thinking.	 Thus	 we	 should	 be	
cautious	about	calling	Barth	a	universalist	because	of	his	affirmation	











generally	 happened	 because	 of	 the	 tendency	 ‘of	 construing	 the	
efficacy	of	the	atonement	in	terms	of	a	logico-causal	relation	between	
the	death	of	Christ	and	the	forgiveness	of	our	sins.	Here	these	critics	
appear	 to	 substitute	 an	 operation	 of	 causal	 grace	 in	 the	 cross	 in	
place	of	the	ineffable	activity	of	God	the	Holy	Spirit	so	wonderfully	
revealed	in	Jesus’	birth	of	the	Virgin	Mary	and	his	bodily	resurrection	
from	 the	 dead.’	When	we	 substitute	 the	 unique	 activity	 of	God	 for	
‘activity	of	another	kind	which	we	can	construe,	in	terms	of	necessary	




Torrance	 emphasized	 that	 Barth	 did	 not	 operate	 with	 this	 kind	
of	error.	Thus,	in	addition	to	Barth’s	doctrine	of	election,	we	cannot	
understand	 the	 heart	 of	 Barth’s	 thinking	 about	 redemption	 and	 the	
‘victory	of	Jesus’	unless	we	keep	 this	 truth	 in	mind.	Because	Barth	
affirms	Christ	is	the	Reconciler	does	not	mean,	in	a	deterministic	sense,	
that	 in	 his	 thought	 every	 individual	must be	 reconciled	 in	 the	 end.	
Whether	reading	in	Church Dogmatics	volumes	II	or	IV,	we	cannot	
legitimately	 introduce	 determinism	where	Barth	 never	welcomed	 it	
and	where,	as	an	element	in	his	understanding,	it	did	not	exist.	
Examining	Barth’s	statements	in	his	later	years
On	 various	 occasions	 Karl	 Barth	 made	 responses	 to	 questions	
concerning	 universalism.	 Eberhard	 Busch,	 for	 example,	 reports	
Barth’s	 1959	 statement	 about	 an	 earlier	 disagreement	with	Richard	
Imberg,	 pietist	 and	 universalist.	Barth	 said,	 ‘I	 once	 said	 to	 him:	 “I	






































This	 illustrates	Barth’s	 refusal	 to	 proclaim	 the	 future	 decision	God	
will	 make.	 It	 also	 illustrates	 that	 Barth	 used	 apokatastasis	 as	 a	
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label	 for	 ‘universalism,’	 as	 something	 that	 represents	 any	 doctrinal	











found	out	 that	 I	have	never	 teached	universal	salvation.	And	
that	cannot	be	done.	Under	“universal	salvation”	I	understand	





















a	 strained	 interpretation	 to	 say	 that	 the	 question	 comprehends	 and	















Firstly,	 in	 his	 answer	 Barth	 rejects	 universalism.	 There	 is	 no	
escaping	the	clarion	statement,	‘I	have	never	taught	it.’	We	can	look	
at	 all	 the	 theological	 nuances	 and	 ramifications	 that	 come	 to	mind	
in	Barth’s	massive	 corpus,	 and	yet,	 in	 all	 fairness,	we	have	 to	deal	
with	 Barth’s	 answer,	 stated	 clearly	 and	 publicly	 as	 he	 gave	 it	 at	
Princeton.	Barth	did	not	think	that	anything	he	had	written	introduced	
universalism	 under	 any	 guise,	 neither	 as	 something	 inherent	 in	 or	
as	a	 logical	consequence	of	his	 theological	 ideas.	If	 this	analysis	of	
his	 statement	 is	 correct,	we	can	go	on	 to	question	whether	he	used	
the	phrase	 ‘Jesus	 is	 victor’	 elsewhere	 as	 a	 coded	way	 to	 affirm	 the	
ultimate	salvation	of	all	humanity.	
There	 was	 a	 boundary	 condition	 which	 he	 could	 not	 remove,	
no	 matter	 how	 strong	 his	 desire	 for	 universal	 salvation,	 no	 matter	
how	great	his	hope	for	it,	so	that	in	the	end	he	could	not	teach	it	as	
a	 sure	 thing.	He	would	 not	 encroach	 upon	God’s	 ultimate	 freedom	





opus	 cannot	 easily	 be	 resolved	 in	 our	 interpretative	 attempts,	 we	
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neither	 proclaimed	 it	 nor	 defended	 it	 as	 an	 acceptable	 theological	
position.	Above	all,	God’s	freedom	must	be	maintained	and	honoured	
in	this	area	of	speculative	theologizing.
What	 about	 Barth’s	 desire	 for	 universal	 salvation?	 Is	 this	 a	
ground	for	fault-finding?
Some	may	attempt	to	make	the	case	that	Barth	was	an	unconscious	
universalist,	 which	would	 shift	 the	 discussion	 in	 another	 direction.	
Perhaps	other	philosophers	and	theologians	can	make	their	own	case	
for	universalism.	Such	efforts	are,	however,	outside	our	discussion.21
Barth	 may	 actually	 have	 desired	 the	 salvation	 of	 every	 human	
being.	Yet	desire	for	the	salvation	of	all	humans	does	not	discredit	him	
or	provide	grounds	for	disavowal.	The	desire	to	see	God’s	forgiveness	






















degree	 reduce	 the	 claims	of	God’s	 love	 and	 the	 intense	urgency	of	














balances	 and	 that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 choose	 death	 as	well	 as	 life.	No	
doctrine	 that	 cuts	 the	nerve	of	 that	 urgency	 in	 the	Gospel	 can	be	 a	
doctrine	 of	 love,	 but	 only	 an	 abiding	menace	 to	 the	Gospel	 and	 to	
mankind.’27
Conclusion
Across	 the	 years	 there	 was	 movement	 in	 Barth’s	 thought	 and	 he	
candidly	 acknowledged	 areas	where	 he	 had	 changed	 his	mind,	 but	
on	this	controversial	point	he	does	not	indicate	there	was	any	change.	
Near	the	end	of	his	life,	with	a	vast	amount	of	his	theology	published,	
he	 stated	 that	 he	was	 not	 a	 universalist	 and	 never	 had	 been.	 In	 his	
theological	 output	 we	 may	 certainly	 find	 evidence	 of	 a	 tendency	
towards	 universalism,	 or	 a	 desire	 to	 affirm	hope	 for	 the	 restoration	
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